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The sandgroper — a sometimes not-so-friendly Western
Australian

By K.T. Richards *
The Sandgroper, Cylindracheta spa.,
is usually pictured as a rather
affectionate, harmless little character
which has become an unofficial
emblem of Western Australia. Its
habit of spending its life burrowing
and digging in the sandy soils of our
coastal areas has been responsible
for the name "sandgropers" to
describe West Australians.
However, in the Gingin, Dandaragin,
Badgingarra and other coastal areas,
sandgropers have damaged crops of
barley, sweet lupins and wheat in the
last few years, in some cases causing
considerable damage. Oats and
sandplain lupins appear to be less
affected.
Description
The sandgroper is a remarkable insect,
highly adaptable to its underground
environment. The adult is up to about
75 mm long, with an extended
cylinderical body about 7 mm in
diameter. The abdomen appears too
long for the body, but this is used for
fat storage, or in the case of females,
for holding large quantities of eggs.
The forelegs of the sandgroper are
flattened, expanded and highly
sclerotised (toughened) and each has
a row of five teeth-like projections.
These modified front legs are
extremely efficient at digging, and
together with the slender body shape,
ensure easy movement through the
soil.
The head and front section of the
thorax are also hardened. The mid
and hind legs are much less modified
and fit neatly into the body to retain
the stream-lined shape. As would be
expected, the sandgroper has no wings.
The adult sandgroper is attractively
two-toned in colour; the forelegs, head
and front of the thorax are chestnut
brown, while the rest of the body is
creamy-white or yellowish-brown,
depending on maturity.
Young sandgropers in all stages ofdevelopment closely resemble adults
except they are smaller and a paler
colour.
* K.T. Richards
Entomology Branch
Department of Agriculture
South Perth, 6151.

Adult sandgroper. Note tougheneii front section of body and long, slender shape.
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Side view of sandgroper showing highly modified forelegs used for tunnelling
through soil.
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Barley crop at Dandaragan, thinned out by sandgropers.
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Habits and life history
The sandgroper is not unique to
Western Australia, being found
elsewhere in Australia and also in New
Guinea, but little is known about its
life history and habits. This is possibly
because it is not normally seen except
when the soil is disturbed.
The sandgroper apparently lays eggs
in the autumn-winter period, as
females uncovered during a cultivation
at Badgingarra in June 1979 were
observed to be carrying masses of eggs.
Previous observations have shown
immature sandgropers to be present in
June, July and August.
The number and length of immature
growth stages are unknown.
Current investigations aim to clarify
the life cycle, feeding habits and likely
crop and pasture damage.
Crop damage
Usually the first sign of sandgroper
attack on a crop is yellowing of
affected plants followed by wilting
and eventual death. This gives rise to
thinned sections of crop or bare areas
if the attack is more severe. The
underground section of stem appears
to be favoured by sandgropers,
resulting in a distinctive shredding
effect, but roots are also attacked.
Crop thinning caused by sandgropers
in the past has very likely been
attributed to other causes such as poor
germination, fungal attack or other
insects.
Affected plants are often pulled into
the soil, and a further sign of
sandgropers can be trains of surface
ridging and cracking of the soil
caused by the insects tunnelling just
beneath the surface. This has been
more evident in sandy loams east of
Geraldton than in some of the
sandier-surfaced soils down the coast.

Yellowing and wilting of barley plants often the first sign of sandgroper attack.

As the roots are attacked, the plant is
often pulled into the ground.

Cracking of soil due to sandgropers
tunnelling around just below the surface.
This has been noted more in the heavier
soils south-east of Geraldton.

Control
No satisfactory control can be
recommended for sandgropers, as life
history details still need to be clarified.
Baiting has been tried, but appears to
be of limited value as sandgropers
spend most of their time underground.
Cultivation appears to kill some of the
sandgroper population, but the best
solution may be to apply insecticidal
dusts or granular formations with the
seed and fertiliser. This and other
techniques are being investigated.
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